Southern's argument is certainly not unique in this regard. It may represent the attitude of many western scholars who believe that the West differs from other civilizations not only in the way it has developed but also in the distinctive character of its values and institutions. Westerners are indebted only to other Westerners. They constitute a unique breed of human beings.3 Unfortunately, once the distinction between the Orient and the Occident is accepted as a starting point in research, the notion of the encounter between Islamic civilization and the West, particularly in the medieval period, is either marginalized, or ignored.
Asín Palacios was a Catholic priest and Professor of Arabic at the University of Madrid. In 1919 he published a monumental book entitled La Escatologia musulmana en la Divina Comedia (Muslim Eschatology and the Divine Comedy) in which he traced the influence and religious thought of medieval Islam on Dante's Divine Comedy. Asín considered Muḥammad's nocturnal journey and ascension from Jerusalem to the throne of God as the basic models that had influenced the great Florentine poet. But he also referred to other Muslim journeys and traced in particular the influence of some Neoplatonic mystics, such as the Spanish Muslim Ibn ʿArabī on Dante's allegory. The book was abridged and translated into English by Harold Sutherland and published in London in 1926, and then reprinted in 1968. Although there was heated argument among scholars at the time concerning the validity of Asín's thesis and the emergence of a trickle of studies since then, there is no doubt that Dante's scholars have largely ignored these claims and continued to teach and write on Dante either as the perfect embodiment of Christian Western culture, or as the ultimate rebel against religious authority and the corruption of the pastors of the church.4 But in either case, Dante remains a unique 'western man,' absolutely oblivious to foreign Islamic ideas during his troubled age.
